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Preface

quite an education for those of us who have devoted our 

careers to teaching sociology.

 ● STUDENT-ORIENTED EDITION

Before revising this edition of Introduction to Sociology, 

we surveyed dozens of instructors to f nd out what 

they wanted in a textbook and what would assist them 

in the teaching of sociology, as well as satisfy student 

needs. T is revised text ref ects their signif cant input. 

In the surveys for this and past editions, we learned 

that both students and instructors continue to be 

concerned about the cost of textbooks. Introductory 

textbooks have become very attractive and expensive 

during the last decade, as publishers have added hun-

dreds of color photos to the typical volume. T is trend 

has caused the price of textbooks to increase, making 

them a substantial purchase for the typical student. 

A textbook, after all, is meant to be comprehensive, up-

to-date, and to serve as an important supplement to a 

course. It makes no sense to make a book so colorful, 

and therefore so expensive, that students often forgo 

purchasing it.

To give students the best value for the dollar, we use a 

soft cover rather than a hard cover. In this way, students 

will be getting far greater value because nothing of edu-

cational content is sacrif ced to produce this saving.

We are not, however, content to merely provide a 

better value. We also want to provide a better book. 

We, therefore, include a full, built-in study guide with 

this book that is as extensive, if not more so, than those 

typically sold separately. In this way, students will be 

able to purchase the combined textbook and study 

guide for considerably less than the price of a typi-

cal textbook. In fact, the price for our textbook/study 

guide combination will most likely be lower than the 

used copy price of a typical hardcover introductory 

sociology textbook.

 ● PRESENTATION

At the end of my sophomore year, I was on academic 

probation. I went to the university counseling center 

for advice. A well-meaning counselor asked me what 

I wanted to do in the future. I told him I wanted to be 

a professor. To his credit, he did not laugh or encour-

age me to think of something more in keeping with my 

As a freshman at Temple University, my f rst 

experience with a college textbook was in my sociology 

course. I dutifully read the assigned chapter during my 

f rst week of class hoping to become familiar with the 

subject matter of this required course. T e only problem 

was that I had no idea what the author was saying. T e 

writing level was advanced, the style dense, and the book 

downright threatening, without photos or illustrations. 

After several hours of reading, I felt frustrated and stupid, 

and I knew no more about sociology than when I started.

If this was what college was going to be like, I was not 

going to make it, I thought. I remember admitting reluc-

tantly that I was probably not what guidance counsel-

ors in that day referred to as “college material.” I could 

picture myself dropping out after the f rst semester and 

looking for a job selling furniture or driving a cab. My 

family would be disappointed, but my father was a fac-

tory worker, and there was no family history of college 

attendance to live up to. I continued to struggle with 

the book and earned a D on the mid-term exam. After 

much ef ort, I managed to f nish the course with a C, and 

a burning disinterest in the f eld of sociology. I did not 

take another sociology course for two years, and when 

I did it was “Marriage and the Family,” considered the 

easiest course on campus.

I often wonder how I came from this inauspicious 

beginning to become a sociology professor, let alone the 

author of a widely used introductory sociology textbook. 

T en again, maybe it is not all that unusual, because 

that experience continues to have an ef ect on me each 

day. T ose 15 weeks helped to develop my view that little 

is to be gained by presenting knowledge in an incompre-

hensible or unnecessarily complicated way, or by mak-

ing yourself unapproachable. Pompous instructors and 

intimidating books are a disservice to education. Learn-

ing should be an exciting, challenging, and eye-opening 

experience, not a threatening one.

One of the real benef ts of writing eleven editions 

of this textbook is that I have periodically examined 

every concept and theory presented in an introductory 

course. In doing so, I have approached the subject matter 

through a new set of eyes and have consistently tried to 

f nd better ways of presenting the material. As instruc-

tors, we rarely venture into each other’s classrooms 

and hardly ever do we receive honest, highly detailed, 

and constructive criticism of how well we are transmit-

ting the subject matter. In the writing of a textbook, we 

receive this type of information, and we can radically 

restructure or simply f ne tune our presentation. It is 

xv
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PREFACExvi

1.91 GPA. I might not have been a good student, but I 

was fascinated by what college had to of er. Where else 

could you be exposed to so much about a world that is 

so interesting? Belatedly, I began to realize that a great 

deal of what is interesting falls into the f eld of sociology.

My goal in this book is to demonstrate the vitality, 

interest, and utility associated with the study of sociol-

ogy. Examining society and trying to understand how it 

works is an exciting and absorbing process. I have not set 

out to make sociologists of my readers (although if that 

happens, I will be delighted), but rather to show how soc-

iology applies to many areas of life and how it is used in 

day-to-day activities. In meeting this objective, I have foc-

used on two basic ideas: that sociology is a rigorous sci-

entif c discipline and that a basic knowledge of sociology 

is essential for understanding social interaction in many 

dif erent settings, whether they be work or social. In 

order to understand society, we need to understand how 

it shapes people and how people in turn shape society.

Each chapter progresses from a specif c to a general 

analysis of society. Each part introduces increasingly 

more comprehensive factors necessary for a broad-

based understanding of social organization.

T e material is presented through consistently app-

lied learning aids. Each chapter begins with a chapter 

outline. T en, a thought-provoking opening vignette of -

ers a real-life story of the concepts being covered. Key 

terms are presented in boldfaced type in the text. Key 

concepts are presented in italicized type in the text. 

A chapter summary concludes each chapter. An inte-

grated study guide follows each chapter. A full glossary 

is in the back of the book for further reference.

Great care has been taken to structure the book in 

such a way as to permit f exibility in the presentation of 

the material. Each chapter is self-contained and, there-

fore, may be taught in any order.

It has taken nearly two years to produce this revision. 

Every aspect of this book has been updated and a great 

deal has been changed. T e information is as current 

and up-to-date as possible and there are hundreds of 

2000 through 2012 references throughout the book.

 ● A COMPARATIVE AND 
CROSS-CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE

Sociology is a highly organized discipline shaped by sev-

eral theoretical perspectives or schools of thought. It is 

not merely the study of social problems or the random 

voicing of opinions. In this book, no single perspective 

is given greater emphasis; a balanced presentation of 

both functionalist theory and conf ict theory is supple-

mented whenever possible by the symbolic interactionist 

viewpoint.

T e book has received a great deal of praise for being 

cross-cultural in approach and for bringing in examples 

from a wide variety of societies. Sociology is concerned 

with the interactions of people wherever and whenever 

they occur. It would be shortsighted, therefore, to con-

centrate on only our own society. Often, in fact, the best 

way to appreciate our own situation is through compari-

son with other societies. We use our cross-cultural focus 

as a basis for comparison and contrast with U.S. society.

 ● FEATURES

Opening Vignettes

Each chapter begins with a lively vignette that introduces 

students to the subject matter of the chapter. Many of 

these are from real-life events to which students can rel-

ate, such as the scientif c validity of the fear that new-

born infant theft from hospitals is a problem (Chapter 1), 

whether the NCAA is honest in broadcasting ads about 

basketball player graduation rates (Chapter 2), sociologist 

Peter Moskos and his socialization to being a police of  cer 

(Chapter 4), world famous violinist Joshua Bell playing in 

the Washington, D.C., subway for donations (Chapter 5), 

gender portrayals of characters in f lm (Chapter 11), and 

why modern medicine has become so expensive (Chapter 

16). Others deal with unusual circumstances that remind 

students that there is a wide range of events to which soc-

iology applies. Examples include the norm violation of 

att empting to order tea with sugar in Tokyo (Chapter 3), 

the eccentric soprano Florence Foster Jenkins (Chapter 

7), and whites who claim to be black (Chapter 10).

Day-to-Day Sociology

T ese boxed features examine a trend or interesting soc-

iological research that has a connection to student’s lives. 

T e instructor will be able to discuss these with an eye 

tow ard showing the relevance of sociology to everyday 

life. Included in these are such topics as “Symbols in Cyb-

erspace,” “How Long Do Marriages Last?” “Does Day Care 

Create Unruly Brats?” “Television Made You the Desig-

nated Driver,” “Can You Spot a Liar?” “Laugh and the World 

Laughs with You,” “T e Strength of the Informal Struc-

ture in Job Hunting,” “Group T ink Versus Crowdsourc-

ing,” “Would You Be Happier If You Were Richer?” “Speak-

ing, Writing, or Blogging—Nowhere to Hide Gender,”

 “Marriage and Divorce Quiz,” “Today’s Cult Might Be 

Tomorrow’s Mainstream Religion,” “Changing Religion 

Early and Often,” “Is a College Degree Worth the Trou-

ble?” “Eat Your Fresh Fruit and Vegetables or Pay a Fine,” 

and “Marijuana: A Benign Drug or a Health Problem?”

How Sociologists Do It

Social research is an important part of sociology. In this 

section, we present a variety of studies and information 

that helps expand our knowledge of the social world. 
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Included are “If You Are T inking About Sociology as a 

Career, Read T is,” “What Is the Dif erence Between Soci-

ology and Journalism?” “How to Spot a Bogus Poll,” “How 

to Read a Table,” “Facebook, the Internet, and New Ethi-

cal Concerns,” “A Fashion Model Becomes an Observing 

Participant,” “Social Science in a War Zone,” “T e Conf ict 

Between Being a Researcher and Being a Human Being,” 

“Southerners Are Really Friendly Until You Disrespect 

T em,” “Can One Bad Apple Spoil the Whole Group?” “It’s 

the Little T ings T at Matter in Preventing Crime,” “How 

Accurate Is Forensic Science?” “What Happened to the 

Men?” “Study, Graduate, and Be Married,” “Do 50 Percent 

of All Marriages Really End in Divorce?” “Is Your Profes-

sor an Atheist?” and “Can Your Friends Make You Fat?”

Our Diverse World

To highlight the cross-cultural nature of this book, many 

chapters include a box entitled “Our Diverse World.” 

T ese boxed features encourage students to think about 

sociological issues in a larger context and explore the 

global diversity present in the world. T e United States 

with its extensive history of immigration has become one 

of the most diverse countries in the world. How has this 

diversity expressed itself? In these boxed features we ex-

plore such questions as “Marriage to a Perfect Stranger,” 

“T e United States and Europe—Two Dif erent World-

views,” “Win Friends and Lose Your Future: T e Costs of 

Not ‘Acting White,’” “Could You Be a Success at a Japa-

nese Company?” “Cross-Cultural Social Interaction Quiz,” 

“A Bad Country in Which to Be a Criminal,” “Rich Coun-

tries with Poor Children,” “How Countries Dif er—Japan 

and Nigeria,” “Life Chances of an Adolescent Girl in Lib-

eria,” “How Many Minorities Are T ere?” “Whites: T e 

New Minority,” “Why Do Women Live Longer T an Men?” 

“Who Is a Better Boss?” “Who Is God?” “T e Worst Of end-

ers of Religious Freedom,” “Illiteracy Is Common T rough-

out the World,” “Does Suicide Terrorism Make Sense?” 

“Women Live Longer than Men T roughout the World,” 

Why Isn’t Life Expectancy in the United States Higher?” 

“Stereotypes About the Elderly,” and “Global Aging Quiz.”

Thinking About Social Issues

T ese boxes will help students realize that most social 

events require close analysis and that hastily drawn con-

clusions are often wrong. T e students will see that to 

be a good sociologist, one must be knowledgeable about 

disparate positions and must be willing to question the 

validity of all statements and engage in critical think-

ing. Included in this section are such issues as “Are Col-

lege Students at High Risk for Suicide?” “Social Interac-

tion in the Internet Age,” “Famous Research Studies You 

Cannot Do Today,” “Technology Changes Culture,” “Can 

Socialization Make a Boy into a Girl?” “Don’t Call Me. I’ll 

Text You,” “Do You Really Know How Much Your Friends 

Drink?” “Are Peaceful Pot Smokers Being Sent to Prison?” 

“T e Continuing Debate over Capital Punishment: Does 

It Deter Murderers?” “Does the Income Gap Between the 

Rich and Poor Matter?” “Who Smokes?” “Are You His-

panic, Latino, or Neither?” “Where Are the Baby Girls?” 

“What If the Population Problem Is Not Enough People?” 

“How Have Public Attitudes About Racial Intermarriage 

Changed?” “Reluctant to Marry—T e Men Who Want to 

Stay Single,” “T e Rise of No Religious Af  liation,” “Is Edu-

cation the Great Equalizer?” “Let Women Vote and You 

Will Get Masculine Women and Ef eminate Men,” and “I 

Know It’s Not True, But I’m Not Voting for Him Anyway.”

T ere are more than 25 new boxes in this edition. 

Other boxes that appeared in previous editions have 

been substantially changed.

 ● NEW TO THE ELEVENTH EDITION

T is edition has been substantially revised to make it as 

current as possible and to ref ect new developments in 

the f eld of sociology. T e goal has always been to make 

the material accessible and make it possible for instruc-

tors to present an interesting and informative course.

T e book is organized into four major parts: T e 

Study of Sociology (Chapters 1 and 2); T e Individual in 

Society (Chapters 3‒7); Social Inequality (Chapters 8‒11) 

and; Institutions and Social Issues (Chapters 12-16).

Chapter 1 The Sociological Perspective

T is chapter introduces students to the f eld and asks 

them to go beyond popular sociology and investigate 

society more scientif cally than they did before. T ey 

get to look at major events, as well as at everyday oc-

currences, a little dif erently and start to notice pat-

terns they might have never seen before. After students 

are equipped with the tools of sociology, they should 

be able to evaluate critically popular presentations of 

sociology. T ey will see that sociology represents both 

a body of knowledge and a scientif c approach to the 

study of social issues.

T e chapter also reviews the development of the f eld 

of sociology and the various schools of thought. T e 

classical sociology material is presented in a way that 

it can be related to contemporary developments. For 

example, Durkheim’s suicide study can be discussed in 

the context of new material presented on whether col-

lege students are at higher or lower risk for suicide than 

non-college students of the same age.

Chapter 2 Doing Sociology: Research 
Methods

In this chapter, students are introduced to the research 

process and the major research methods—social surveys, 
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secondary analysis, participant observation, and con-

trolled experiments. T ere is new material on a sociolo-

gist who used to be a fashion model and used that expe-

rience to study the f eld as an observing participant. T e 

chapter also discusses ethical considerations in social 

research and presents material on a sociological study 

of Harvard students and their Facebook usage that was 

done without their informed consent.

Chapter 3 Culture

T e chapter presents the view that most def nitions of 

culture emphasize certain features, namely, that cul-

ture is shared; it is acquired, not inborn; the elements 

make up a complex whole; and it is transmitted from 

one generation to the next. New material is presented 

on arranged marriage in India as well as a discussion of 

the dif erences in worldviews between the United States 

and Europe. T e chapter also includes an updated dis-

cussion of the Human Terrain program that the U.S. mil-

itary implemented because they believed they needed a 

better cultural understanding of life in Afghanistan.

Chapter 4 Socialization and Development

In Chapter 4, students are introduced to the process of 

social interaction that teaches the child the intellectual, 

physical, and social skills needed to function as a mem-

ber of society. T e goal is to have the students become 

aware of the pull between nature and nurture. Boxes in 

this chapter discuss such issues as whether socializa-

tion can inf uence gender behavior, the costs of not “act-

ing white” among black students, and the vastly dif er-

ent social expectations of what it takes to succeed in a 

Japanese company.

Chapter 5 Social Interaction

T is chapter begins with an examination of the basic 

types of social interaction, whether verbal or nonver-

bal. How social interaction af ects those involved is also 

explored. Later in the chapter, the discussion broadens 

to focus on groups and social interactions within them. 

T ere are boxes that ask students to look more closely 

at the role of lying, as well as laughing, in social interac-

tion. Later, the role of texting is examined.

Chapter 6 Social Groups and Organizations

A good deal of social interaction occurs in the context of 

groups. T e chapter discusses why groups are important 

to its members and how people can tell an insider from 

an outsider. T e chapter asks students whether one bad 

member can spoil the whole group. T e chapter also dis-

cusses the mistaken conceptions students have about 

how much their fellow students drink.

Finally, there is a discussion comparing group think 

to crowdsourcing.

Chapter 7 Deviant Behavior and Social 
Control

T e chapter explores what determines whether a per-

son’s actions are seen as eccentric, creative, or deviant. 

Moral codes dif er widely from one society to another 

and even within a society. Within a society, groups and 

subcultures exist whose moral codes dif er considerably. 

T e latest data on crime trends in the United States and 

the rest of the world are also presented. Incarceration 

rates in the United States are compared to those in other 

countries, and the death penalty is explored in depth. 

Many students are attracted to criminal justice careers 

today. T e chapter explores the question of how accu-

rate the f eld of forensic science actually is. 

Chapter 8 Social Class in the United States

T e chapter provides an overview of the core ideas in the 

discussion of social class and social stratif cation. T e 

goal is to have students see social class in a broader con-

text of social and lifestyle issues. New material discusses 

the correlation between smoking and social class. It also 

asks student whether they would be happier if they were 

richer and presents information showing income as only 

one factor in happiness. Other material in the chapter 

looks at the gap between the rich and the poor and asks 

whether it has become larger in recent years.

Chapter 9 Global Stratifi cation

After exploring social class in the United States in the 

previous chapter, this chapter broadens the discussion 

and looks at the signif cance of global stratif cation. 

T e vast social inequality throughout the world is exp-

lored and data are presented from developed and less 

developed countries. T e chapter looks at the substan-

tially dif erent issues confronting countries experienc-

ing explosive population growth compared to those 

losing population. T e chapter also looks at the issues 

of sex-selection abortions taking place in certain coun-

tries and the social problems caused by this practice.

Chapter 10 Racial and Ethnic Minorities

Racial and ethnic issues have been at the forefront of 

sociological concerns. T e chapter explores the signif -

cance of race and ethnicity in society. T e chapter asks 

students to think about how many minorities there are 

in the United States. T ere is an examination of the fact 

that the projections suggest that whites will become 

a minority in the future. Other material examines the 

growth of Hispanic and Asian populations in American 
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society. T e chapter also explores the change in public 

attitude toward racial intermarriage.

Chapter 11 Gender Stratifi cation

T e chapter explores the social, psychological, and 

cultural attributes of masculinity and femininity. Gen-

der issues have been changing dramatically in recent 

years and the chapter presents data highlighting these 

changes. T e chapter examines gender dif erences in 

soc ial interaction including dif erences in the work-

place. It also explores such issues as men withdrawing 

from certain areas of society as women have advanced. 

Gender changes in certain professions are also looked 

at, as well as the dif erences in male and female perfor-

mance in higher education. T e chapter also examines 

why women live longer than men.

Chapter 12 Marriage and Changing Family 
Arrangements

Many family forms are common today: single-parent 

families (resulting from either unmarried parenthood 

or divorce), remarried couples, unmarried couples, step-

families, and extended or multigenerational families. 

T e family has been undergoing substantial changes and 

the chapter discusses these, as well as the rise of coh-

abitation and unmarried mothers. T e average age of 

marriage has also increased rapidly, producing changes 

in divorce rates and family size. T e chapter also exp-

lores divorce and remarriage and asks whether there is 

truth to the belief that 50 percent of all marriages really 

do end in divorce.

Chapter 13 Religion

T e chapter examines the system of beliefs, practices, 

and philosophical values shared by a group of peo-

ple that is commonly referred to as religion. Current 

trends in religion, such as the rapid increase in the 

number of people who claim no religious af  liation, 

are explored. T ere is also a discussion about the inc-

reasingly common practice of changing religion. T e 

chapter looks at the transition from a cult to a main-

stream religion and the level of religiosity among fac-

ulty members.

Chapter 14 Education

T is chapter examines the role of education in society. 

It looks at the issue of whether education is the great 

equalizer as is commonly thought. International com-

parisons are present throughout the chapter and a dis-

cussion of the extensive level of worldwide illiteracy is 

presented. Students are also asked to evaluate the value 

of a college degree and its ef ect on life chances.

Chapter 15 Political and Economic Systems

T is chapter begins by examining the political institution 

and realizing that the economy is intimately tied to the 

political system. It also examines that connection. T e 

chapter explores voting behavior, and African Americans 

and Hispanics as a political force. T e role of the media 

is examined, as well as the inf uence of special-interest 

groups. Attempts to inf uence healthier behavior by pol-

itical action are explored. T e chapter also looks at the 

role of suicide terrorism in an international context.

Chapter 16 Health and Aging

Medicine and health care issues are intertwined with 

our social, emotional, and cultural life. T is chapter 

examines these interactions. T e chapter also explores 

why the life expectancy in the United States is not higher 

than it is, given the vast amount of money spent on health 

care. T ere is a discussion of whether marijuana is really 

a benign drug that has medical benef ts, as well as a dis-

cussion of the inf uence of friends on your weight. T e 

chapter also looks at the growth in the aging population 

and the impact it has on other areas of society.

 ● THE ANCILLARY PACKAGE

T e primary objective of a textbook is to provide clear 

information in a format that promotes learning. In order 

to assist the instructor in using Introduction to Sociology, 

an extensive ancillary package has been developed to 

accompany the book.

Supplements for Instructors

Sociology CourseMate T is website for Introduction to 

Sociology, Eleventh Edition, brings chapter topics to life 

with interactive learning, study, and exam preparation 

tools, including quizzes and f ash cards for each chapter’s 

key terms and concepts. T e site also provides an e-book 

version of the text with highlighting and note-taking 

capabilities. For instructors, this text’s CourseMate also 

includes Engagement Tracker, a f rst-of-its-kind tool 

that monitors student engagement in the course. Go to 

login.cengage.com to access these resources.

WebTutorTM on Blackboard® and WebCT® Jump-start 

your course with customizable, rich, text-specif c con-

tent within your Course Management System:

•  Jump-start—Simply load a WebTutor cartridge into 

your Course Management System.

•  Customizable—Easily blend, add, edit, reorganize, or 

delete content.

•  Content: Rich, text-specif c content, media assets, 

e-book, quizzing, web links, videos, and more. 
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Whether you want to Web-enable your class or put an 

entire course online, WebTutor delivers. Visit webtutor.

cengage.com to learn more.

The Wadsworth Sociology Video Library Volume I, II, 
and III ( featuring BBC Motion Gallery video clips) drives 

home the relevance of course topics through short, pro-

vocative clips of current and historical events. Perfect for 

enriching lectures and engaging students in discussion, 

many of the segments on this volume have been gath-

ered from the BBC Motion Gallery. Ask your Cengage 

Learning representative for a list of contents.

CourseReader for Sociology allows you to create a fully 

customized online reader in minutes. You can access a 

rich collection of thousands of primary and secondary 

sources, readings, and audio and video selections from 

multiple disciplines. Each selection includes a descrip-

tive introduction that puts it into context, and every 

selection is further supported by both critical-thinking 

and multiple-choice questions designed to reinforce key 

points. T is easy-to-use solution allows you to select 

exactly the content you need for your courses, and it is 

loaded with convenient pedagogical features, such as 

highlighting, printing, note taking, and downloadable 

MP3 audio f les for each reading. You have the freedom 

to assign and customize individualized content at an 

af ordable price. CourseReader is the perfect comple-

ment to any class.

Instructor’s Resource Manual and Test Bank In addi-

tion to the student study guide and practice tests in 

the textbook, an Instructor’s Manual and Test Bank are 

also available. T is provides for unusual consistency 

and integration among all elements of the teaching 

and learning package. Both the new and experienced 

instructor will f nd plenty of ideas in this Instructor’s 

Manual, which is closely correlated to the textbook and 

the student study guide. Each chapter of the manual 

includes teaching objectives, key terms, lecture sug-

gestions, activities, discussion questions, and format-

ted handouts for many topics. T e Instructor’s Manual 

also contains an annotated list of resources for students 

for reference or as a handout. Instructors will be able to 

download the Instructor’s Manual from the Wadsworth 

Sociology website.

Consult your sales representative for access infor-

mation or information on how to secure the printed 

version. T e Test Bank contains multiple-choice, true/

false, and essay questions keyed to each learning 

objective. T ese test items are page-referenced to the 

textbook and include signif cant numbers of applica-

tion as well as knowledge questions. Story problems use 

names drawn from a variety of cultures, ref ecting the 

diversity of U.S. society. Instructors requested that the 

questions be tied to the practice tests, and we followed 

that suggestion.

Supplements for Students

Built-in Study Guide and Practice Tests T e interac-

tive workbook study guide is fully integrated into the 

book. Each chapter is followed by a study guide section 

so students can review the material immediately, with-

out having to search for it elsewhere in the book. T is 

encourages students to see the study guide as an inte-

gral part of the learning process.

T e study guide provides for ample opportunity to 

review the material with a variety of styles of review ques-

tions. All key terms and key sociologists are reviewed 

with matching questions. Key concepts are revisited 

with f ll-in questions. Critical T ought Exercises help 

students contextualize concepts covered in the chapter. 

Often Web site URLs are provided for students to expand 

on their exploration of the topic. And a matching ques-

tion-answer key is provided to allow students immediate 

review of their answers.

Practice tests are in the back of the book to pro-

vide students with additional preparation for testing. 

Whereas other practice tests are limited to recogni-

tion and recall items, these questions lead students to 

engage in such higher-level cognitive skills as analysis, 

application, and synthesis. T e tests encourage students 

to think critically and apply the material to their expe-

riences. Again, an answer key is provided to allow stu-

dents full review and preparation.

All of these tools will be very useful for students pre-

paring for essay exams and research papers. T e text-

book also includes the important section entitled “How 

to Get the Most Out of Sociology,” which discusses how 

to use the study guides, practice tests, and lecture mate-

rial in preparing for exams and getting the most out of 

the introductory sociology course.

Sociology CourseMate T is website for Introduction 

to Sociology, Eleventh Edition, brings chapter topics to 

life with interactive learning, study, and exam prepara-

tion tools, including quizzes and f ash cards for each 

chapter’s key terms and concepts. T e site also pro-

vides an e-book version of the text with highlighting and 

note-taking capabilities. Students can access this new 

learning tool and all other online resources through 

cengagebrain.com.

PREFACExx
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A Word to the Student How to Get the Most Out of Sociology

xxv

For each chapter you will f nd the following:

Key concepts matching exercise
Includes every major term def ned in the chapter 

Promotes association of major thinkers with their key 

ideas or f ndings 

Provides correct answers

Key thinkers matching exercise (where relevant)
Includes most important theorists or researchers 

discussed in the text 

Promotes association of major thinkers with their key 

ideas or f ndings 

Provides correct answers

Critical-thinking questions
Promotes depth in ref ecting on the material 

Encourages creative application of the important 

concepts to everyday life 

Presented in increasing levels of complexity, 

abstraction, and dif  culty 

Provides help in preparing for essay exams and papers

Comprehensive practice test
Includes questions on all major points in the chapter 

Includes true/false, multiple-choice, and essay 

questions

Provides correct answers

Key Features of the Study Guide

 ● EFFECTIVE STUDY: AN INTRODUCTION

Why should you read this essay? If you think you can 

get an A in the course, perhaps you can skip it. Maybe 

you are just not interested in sociology or about learn-

ing ways to become a really successful student. Maybe 

you’re just here because an advisor told you that you 

need a social science course. Maybe you feel, “Hey, a C is 

good. I’ll never need this stuf .” If so, you can stop read-

ing now.

But if you want to do well in sociology—thereby 

becoming a more ef ective participant in society and 

social life—and if you want to learn some techniques 

to help you in other classes, too, this is for you. It’s 

f lled with the little things no one ever seems to tell 

you that improve grades, make for better understand-

ing of classes—and may even make classes enjoyable 

for you. T e choice is yours: to read, or not to read. Be 

forewarned. T ese contents may challenge the habits of 

a lifetime—habits that have gotten you this far but ones 

that may endanger your future success.

T is essay contains ways to help you locate major 

ideas in your textbook. It contains many techniques that 

will be of help in reading your other course textbooks. If 

you learn these techniques early in your college career, 

you will have a head start on most other college stu-

dents. You will be able to locate important information, 

understand lectures better, and probably do better on 

tests. By understanding the material better, you will not 

only gain a better understanding of sociology but also 

f nd that you are able to enjoy your class more.

 ● THE PROBLEM: PASSIVE READING

Do you believe reading is one-way communication? Do 

you expect the author’s facts will become apparent if 

you only read hard enough or long enough? (Many stu-

dents feel this way.) Do you believe the writer has bur-

ied critical material in the text somewhere and that you 

need only f nd and highlight it to get all that’s impor-

tant? And do you believe that if you can memorize these 

highlighted details you will do well on tests? If so, then 

you are probably a passive reader.

T e problem with passive reading is that it makes even 

potentially interesting writing boring. Passive reading 

reduces a chapter to individual, frequently unrelated facts 

instead of providing understanding of important con-

cepts. It seldom digs beneath the surface, relying on literal 

meaning rather than sensing implications. Since most 

college testing relies on understanding of key concepts 

rather than simple factual recall, passive reading fails to 

signif cantly help students to do well in courses.

 ● THE SOLUTION: ACTIVE READING

Active reading is recognizing that a textbook should pro-

vide two-way communication. It involves knowing what 

aids are available to help understand the text and then 

using them to f nd the meaning. It involves prereading 

and questioning. It includes recording of questions, voc-

abulary learning, and summarizing. Still, with all these 

techniques, it frequently takes less time and produces 

signif cantly better results than passive reading.

T is textbook—especially the Study Guide—is designed 

to help you become an active reader. For your convenience, 

the Study Guide material related to each chapter appears 

right after that chapter.

T e corners of the Study Guide pages are edged in 

color for easy reference. In the Study Guide, you will f nd 

a variety of learning aids based on the latest research 

on study skills. If you get into the habit of using the aids 
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A WORD TO THE STUDENTxxvi

presented here, you can apply similar techniques to your 

other textbooks and become a more successful learner.

 ● EFFECTIVE READING: YOUR TEXTBOOK

As an active reader, how should you approach your text-

book? Here are some techniques for reading text chap-

ters that you should consider.

 1. T ink f rst about what you know. Read the title 

of the chapter, and then ask yourself what experi-

ences you have had that relate to the title. For 

example, if the title is “Society and Social Interac-

tion,” ask yourself, “Have I been a part of a social 

group? In what ways have I interacted with others 

in social groups? What do I remember about the 

experience?” Answers to these questions personal-

ize the chapter by making it relate to your experi-

ences. T ey provide a background for the chapter, 

which experts say improves your chances of under-

standing the reading. T ey show that you do know 

something about the chapter so that its content 

won’t be so alien.

 2. Review the learning objectives. Not all text-

books provide learning objectives as this one does, 

but, where available, they can be a valuable study 

aid. Learning objectives are stated in behavioral 

terms—they tell you what you should be able to do 

when you f nish the chapter. Ask yourself questions 

about the tasks suggested in each learning objec-

tive and then read to f nd the information needed 

to accomplish that task. For instance, if a learning 

objective states, “Explain how variations in the size 

of groups af ect what goes on within them,” then 

you’ll want to ask yourself something like, “How do 

groups vary in size?” and “How does each variation 

af ect interaction within the group?”

 3. Prior to reading the textbook chapter, read the 
chapter summary as a guide to important terms 
and ideas. T e summary includes all the points 

you need to make sure you know. Some items you 

may not know anything about. T is tells you where 

to spend your reading time. A good rule: Study most 

what you know least. Wherever it is, the summary 

is often your best guide to important material.

 4. Pay attention to your chapter outline. T is 

textbook, like most other introductory college 

textbooks, has an outline at the beginning of each 

chapter. If you do nothing else besides reading the 

summary and going through this outline before 

reading the chapter, you will be far ahead of most 

students because you will be aware of what is 

important. T e outline indicates how ideas are 

organized in the chapter and how those ideas 

relate to one another. Certain ideas are indented 

to show that they are subsets or parts of a broader 

concept or topic. Knowing this can help you orga-

nize information as you read.

 5. Question as you read. Turn your chapter title into 

a question, then read up to the f rst heading to f nd 

your answer. T e answer to your question will be 

the main idea for the entire chapter. In forming 

your question, be sure it contains the chapter title. 

For example, if the chapter title is “Doing Sociol-

ogy: Research Method,” your question might be 

“What research methods does sociology use?” or 

“Why do you need to know about research meth-

ods to do sociology?” As you go through the chap-

ter, turn each heading into a question, and then 

read to f nd the answer. Most experts say that turn-

ing chapter headings into questions is a valuable 

step in focusing reading on important information.

   You might also want to use the learning objec-

tives as questions. You know that these objectives will 

point you toward the most important material in a 

section. However, it is also a good idea to form your 

own questions to get into the habit for books that do 

not contain learning objectives. A good technique 

might be to think of your own question, and then 

check it against the appropriate objective before read-

ing. In any case, use a question and then highlight 

your answer in the text. T is will be the most impor-

tant content under each heading. Don’t expect every 

word to be important. Focus on f nding answers.

 1. T ink f rst about what you know. 

 2. Review the learning objectives.

 3.  Prior to reading the textbook chapter, read the 

chapter summary as an index to important 

terms and ideas.

 4. Pay attention to your chapter outline.

 5. Question as you read.

 6. Pay attention to graphic aids.

 7. When in doubt, use clues to f nd main ideas.

 8. Do the exercises in the Study Guide.

 9. Review right after reading.

Guidelines for Effective Reading 
of Your Textbook

 6. Pay attention to graphic aids. As you read, note 

those important vocabulary words appearing in 

bold type. Find the def nitions for these words 

(in this book, def nitions appear in italics right 

next to key words) and highlight them. T ese terms 

will be important to remember. Your Study Guide 

identif es all these important terms in the section 

headed “Key Concepts.” A “Key T inkers” section 

identif es the sociologists and other important 

thinkers in the chapter worth remembering. 
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A WORD TO THE STUDENT xxvii

Both the “Key Concepts” and “Key T inkers” sec-

tions are organized as matching exercises. Testing 

yourself after you read a text chapter (the answer 

key is at the end of the Study Guide) will let you 

know whether you recognize the main concepts 

and researchers.

   Pay attention to photos and photo captions. 

T ey make reading easier because they provide a 

visualization of important points in the textbook. 

If you can visualize what you read, you will 

ordinarily retain material better than people who 

don’t use this technique. Special boxed sections 

usually give detailed research information about 

one or more studies related to a chapter heading. 

For in-depth knowledge, read these sections, but 

only after completing the section to which they 

refer. T e main text will provide the background 

for a better understanding of the research, and the 

visualization provided by the boxed information 

will help illuminate the text discussion.

 7. When in doubt, use clues to f nd main ideas. It 

is possible that, even after using the questioning 

technique, there still are sections where you are 

uncertain whether you’re getting the important 

information. You have clues both in the text and in 

the Study Guide to help you through such places. In 

the text, it helps to know that main ideas in para-

graphs occur more frequently at the beginning and 

end. Watch for repeated words or ideas—these are 

clues to important information. Check examples; 

whenever the author uses examples to document 

something, it is usually an important idea. Be alert 

for key words (such as “f rst,” “second,” “clearly,” 

“however,” “although,” and so on); these also point 

to important information. Names of researchers 

(except for those named only within parenthe-

ses) will almost always be important. For those 

chapters in which important social scientists are 

discussed, you will f nd a “Key T inkers” section 

in your Study Guide.

 8. Do the exercises in the Study Guide. T e exer-

cises in the Study Guide are designed as both an 

encouragement and a model of active learning. T e 

exercises are not about mere regurgitation of mate-

rial. Rather, you are asked to analyze, evaluate, 

and apply what you read in the text. By completing 

these exercises, you are following two of the most 

important principles articulated in this essay: You 

are actively processing the material, and you are 

applying it to your own life and relating it to your 

own experiences. T is will increase your learning.

 9.  Review right after reading. Most forgetting takes 

place in the f rst day after reading. A review right 

after reading is your best way to hold text material 

in your memory. A strong aid in doing this review 

is your Study Guide. If a brief review is all you have 

time for, return to the learning objectives at the 

beginning of the chapter. Can you do the things 

listed in the objectives? If so, you probably know 

your material. If not, check the objectives and 

reread the related chapter sections to get a better 

understanding.

   An even better review technique is to 

complete—if you haven’t already done so—the 

exercises. Writing makes for a more active review, 

and if you do the exercises, you will have the 

information you need from the chapter. If there 

are blanks in your knowledge, you can check the 

appropriate section of text and write the informa-

tion you f nd in your Study Guide. T is technique is 

especially valuable in classes requiring essay exams 

or papers, as it gives you a comprehensive under-

standing of the material as well as a sense of how it 

can be applied to real-world situations.

   For a slightly longer but more complete review, 

do the “Key Concepts” and “Key T inkers” match-

ing tests. T ese will assure you that you have mas-

tered the key vocabulary and know the contribu-

tions of the most important researchers mentioned 

in the chapter. Since a majority of test questions 

are based on the understanding of vocabulary, 

research f ndings, and major theories, this is an 

important study method.

   It is also a good idea to review the “Criti-

cal T ought” questions in the Study Guide. One 

key objective of sociology—indeed, of all college 

courses—is to help you develop critical-thinking 

skills. T ough basic information may change from 

year to year as new scientif c discoveries are made, 

the ability to think critically in any f eld is important. 

If you get in the habit of going beyond surface knowl-

edge in sociology, you can transfer these skills to 

other areas. T is can be a great benef t not only while 

you’re in school but afterward as well. As with the 

exercises section, these questions provide the kind of 

background that is extremely useful for essay exams.

What other methods would an active student use to 

improve understanding and test scores in sociology? 

T e next several sections present a variety of techniques.

 ● FUNCTIONING EFFECTIVELY IN CLASS

To function ef ectively in class, you must of course be 

there. Even if no one is taking attendance or forcing you 

to be present, studies show that you have a signif cantly 

greater chance of succeeding in your class if you attend 

regularly. Lecture material is generally important—and 

it is given only once. If you miss a lecture, in-class discus-

sion, game, or simulation, there is no really ef ective way 

to make it up.
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A WORD TO THE STUDENTxxviii

 1. Begin each class period with a question.

 2. Ask questions frequently.

 3. Join in classroom discussion.

Guidelines for Effective Functioning 
in Class

Assuming you are present, there are two ways of 

participating in your sociology class: actively and pas-

sively. Passive participation involves sitting there, not 

contributing, waiting for the instructor to tell you what 

is important. Passive participation takes little ef ort and 

produces less learning. Unless you are actively look-

ing for what is signif cant, the likelihood of f nding the 

important material or of separating it ef ectively from 

what is less meaningful is not great. T e passive student 

runs the risk of taking several pages of unneeded notes 

or of missing key details altogether.

Active students begin each class period with a ques-

tion. “What is this class going to be about today?” T ey 

f nd an answer to that question, usually in the f rst 

minute, and use this as the key to important material 

throughout the lecture or other activity. When there is a 

point they don’t understand, they ask questions. Active 

students know that many other students probably have 

similar questions but are afraid to ask. Asking questions 

allows you to help others while helping yourself.

Active students also know that what seems to be a 

small point today may be critical to understanding a 

future lecture. Such items also have a way of turning up on 

tests. If classroom discussion is called for, active students 

are quick to join in. And the funny thing is, they frequently 

wind up enjoying their sociology class as they learn.

 ● EFFECTIVE STUDYING

As you study your sociology text and notes, both the 

method you use and the time picked for study will af -

ect your comprehension. Establishing an ef ective study 

routine is important. Without a routine, it is easy to put 

of  study—and put it of , and put it of  . . . until it is too 

late. To be most ef ective, follow the few simple steps 

listed below.

 1. When possible, study at the same time and 
place each day. Doing this makes use of psycho-

logical conditioning to improve study results. 

“Because it is 7:00 p.m. and I am sitting at my 

bedroom desk, I realize it is time to begin studying 

sociology.”

 2. Study in half-hour blocks with f ve-minute 
breaks. Long periods of study without breaks 

frequently reduce comprehension to the 40% level. 

T at is inef  cient. By using short periods (about 

30 minutes) followed by short breaks, you can 

move that comprehension rate into the 70% range. 

Note that if 30 minutes end while you are still in 

the middle of a text section, you should go on to 

the end of that section before stopping.

 3. For even more ef  cient study, review frequently. 
Take about a minute at the end of each study ses-

sion to mentally review what you’ve studied so far. 

When you start the next study session, spend the 

f rst minute or two rehearsing in your mind what 

you studied in the previous session. T is weaves a 

tight webbing in which to catch new associations. 

Long-term retention of material is aided by fre-

quent review, about every two weeks. A 10-minute 

review planned on a regular basis saves on study 

time for exams and ensures that you will remem-

ber needed material.

   Another useful way to review is to try to 

explain dif  cult concepts or the chapter learning 

objectives to someone else. One problem students 

often have is thinking they know the material while 

studying and reviewing it by themselves, only to 

have that knowledge leave them at the time of the 

exam. Trying to explain something to someone 

else forces us to be clear about key points and to 

discover and articulate the relationship among the 

components of an idea. Ask your friends or family 

to bear with you as you try to explain the material. 

After all, they will learn something as well!

 4. Don’t mix study subjects. Do all of your sociology 

work before moving on to another course. Other-

wise, your study can result in confusion of ideas 

and relationships within materials studied.

 5. Finally, reward yourself for study well done. 
T ink of something you like to do, and do it when 

you f nish studying for the day. T is provides posi-

tive reinforcement, which makes for continued 

good study.

 ● SUCCESSFULLY TAKING TESTS

Of course, tests are important to you as a student. Tests 

are where you can demonstrate to yourself and to the ins-

tructor that you really know the material. T e trouble is, 

few people have learned how to take tests ef ectively. 

 1.  When possible, study at the same time and 

place each day.

 2.  Study in half-hour blocks with f ve-minute 

breaks.

 3. Review frequently.

 4. Don’t mix study subjects.

 5. Reward yourself when you’re f nished.

Guidelines for Effective Studying
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A WORD TO THE STUDENT xxix

And knowing how to take tests ef ectively makes a sig-

nif cant dif erence in exam scores. Here are a few tips to 

improve your test-taking skills.

 1. T ink before you study.

 2. Begin study a week early.

 3.  Put notes and related chapters together for study.

 4. Take practice tests.

Studying for the Tests

Studying for Tests

 1. T ink before you study. All material is not of 

equal value. What did the instructor emphasize in 

class? What was covered in a week? A day? A few 

minutes? Were any chapters emphasized more than 

others? Which learning objectives did your instruc-

tor stress? Review the “Key T inkers” and “Key 

Concepts” sections in your Study Guide for impor-

tant people and terms. Which of these were given 

more emphasis by your instructor? Use these clues 

to decide where to spend most of your study time.

 2. Begin studying a week early. When you start 

early, if you encounter material you don’t know, 

you have time to f nd answers. If you see that you 

know blocks of material already, you have saved 

yourself time in future study sessions. You also 

avoid much of the forgetting that occurs with last-

minute cramming.

 3. Put notes and related chapters together for 
study. Integrate the material as much as possible, 

perhaps by writing it out in a single, comprehen-

sive format. A related technique is to visualize the 

material on the pages of the text and in your notes. 

You may even want to think of a visual metaphor 

for some of the key ideas. T is way you can see 

and remember the connections between similar 

subjects or similar treatments of the same subject. 

Grouping the material will also make your study-

ing much more ef  cient. As you study, don’t stop 

for unknown material. Study what you know. Once 

you know it, go back and look at what you don’t 

know yet. T ere is no need to study again what you 

already know. Put it aside, and concentrate on the 

unknown.

 4. Take practice tests. When you have completed 

your studying, take the appropriate practice test 

for each chapter. T ese tests are grouped together 

at the back of the book. Tests include true/false 

and multiple-choice questions, with comprehen-

sive or thematic essays at the end. Each test is 

divided into sections by major headings in the 

chapter. Within each section, questions are pre-

sented in scrambled order, as they are likely to be 

on the actual test. Taking the practice test contains 

a double benef t. First, if you get a good score on 

this test, you know that you understand the mate-

rial. Second, the format of the practice test is very 

similar to that of real tests. For this reason, you 

should develop conf dence in your ability to suc-

ceed in course tests from doing well on the practice 

tests. If your course tests include essay questions, 

you should, in addition to the practice test essays, 

use the “Critical T inking” sections to prepare and 

practice focused, in-depth answers.

 1. Don’t come early; don’t come late.

 2.  Make sure you understand all the directions 

before you start answering.

 3.  Read through the test, carefully answering only 

items you know.

 4.  Now that you’ve answered what you know, look 

carefully at the other questions.

 5. If you f nish early, stay to check answers.

 6. Don’t be distracted by other test takers.

 7.  When you get your test back, use it as a learning 

experience.

Taking the Test

Taking the Test

 1. Don’t come early; don’t come late. Early people 

tend to develop anxieties; late people lose test time. 

Studies show that people who discuss test material 

with others just before a test may forget that mate-

rial on the test. T is is another reason that arriving 

too early puts students in jeopardy. Get there about 

two or three minutes early. Relax and visualize 

yourself doing well on the test. After all, if you 

followed the study guidelines discussed above, you 

can’t help but do well! Be conf dent; repeat to your-

self as you get ready for the test, “I can do it! I will 

do it.” T is will set a positive mental tone.

 2. Make sure you understand all the directions 
before you start answering. Not following direc-

tions is the biggest cause of lost points on tests. Ask 

about whatever you don’t understand. T e points 

you save will be your own.

 3. Read through the test, carefully answering only 
items you know. Make sure you read every word 

and every answer choice as you go. Use a piece of 

paper or a card to cover the text below the line you 

are reading. T is can help you focus on each line 

individually—and increase your test score. 

   Speed creates a serious problem in testing. T e 

mind is moving so fast that it is easy to overlook 

key words such as except, but, best example, and 

so on. Frequently, multiple-choice questions will 

contain two close options, one of which is correct, 

while the other is partly correct.
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A WORD TO THE STUDENTxxx

   Moving too fast without carefully reading 

all items causes people to make wrong choices 

in these situations. Slowing your reading speed 

makes for higher test scores. T e mind tends to 

work subconsciously on questions you’ve read but 

left unanswered. As you’re doing questions later in 

the test, you may suddenly have the answer for an 

earlier question. In such cases, answer the question 

right away. T ese sudden insights quickly disap-

pear and may never come again.

 4. Now that you’ve answered what you know, look 
carefully at the other questions. Eliminate alter-

natives you know are wrong, and then guess. Never 

leave a blank on a test. You will have only a 25% 

chance when you guess on a four-item multiple 

choice question, but you will have a chance. And a 

chance is better than no chance.

 5. If you f nish early, stay to check answers. 
Speed causes many people to give answers that 

a moment’s hesitation would show to be wrong. 

Read over your choices, especially those for 

questions that caused you trouble. Don’t change 

answers because you suddenly feel one choice is 

better than others. Studies show that this is usu-

ally a bad strategy. However, if you see a mistake 

or have genuinely remembered new information, 

change your answer.

 6. Don’t be distracted by other test takers. Some 

people become very anxious because of the noise 

and movement of other test takers. T is is most 

apparent when several people begin to leave the 

room after f nishing their tests. Try to sit where 

you will be least apt to see or interact with other 

test takers. Usually this means sitting toward the 

front of the room and close to the wall farthest 

from the door. Turn your chair slightly toward the 

wall, if possible. T e more you insulate yourself 

from distractions during the test, the better of  you 

will be.

   Don’t panic when other students f nish their 

exam before you do. Accuracy is always more 

important than speed. Work at your own pace and 

budget your time appropriately. For a timed test, 

always be aware of the time remaining. T is means 

that if a clock is not visible in the classroom, you 

need to have your own wristwatch. 

   Take as much of the available time as you need 

to do an accurate and complete job. Remember, 

your grade will be based upon the answers you 

give, not on whether you were the f rst—or the 

last—to turn in your exam.

 7. When you get your test back, use it as a learning 
experience. Diagnosing a test after it is returned 

to you is one of the most ef ective strategies for 

improving your performance in a course. What 

kind of material was on the test: theories, prob-

lems, straight facts? Where did the material come 

from: book, lecture, or both? T e same kind of 

material taken from the same source(s) will almost 

certainly be on future tests.

   Look at each item you got wrong. Why is it 

wrong? If you know why you made mistakes, you 

are unlikely to make the same ones in the future. 

Look at the overall pattern of your errors. Did you 

make most of your mistakes on material from the 

lectures? Perhaps you need to improve your note-

taking technique. Did your errors occur mostly on 

material from the readings? Perhaps you need to 

pay more attention to main idea clues and high-

light text material more ef ectively. Were the ques-

tions you got wrong evenly distributed between 

in-class and reading material? Perhaps you need to 

learn to study more ef ectively and/or to take steps 

to reduce test anxiety.

   Following these steps can make for more ef  -

cient use of textbooks, better note taking, higher 

test scores, and better course grades.

 ● A FINAL WORD

As you can see, the key to success lies in becoming an 

active student. Managing time, asking questions, plan-

ning ef ective approaches to increase test scores, and 

using all aids available to make reading and studying 

easier are all elements in becoming an active student. 

T e Study Guide and Practice Tests for this textbook 

have been specially designed to help you be that active 

student. Being passive may seem easier, but it is not. Pas-

sive students spend relatively similar amounts of time 

but learn less. T eir review time is likely to be inef  cient. 

T eir test scores are more frequently lower—and they 

usually have less fun in their classes.

Active students are more ef ective than passive 

ones. T e benef t in becoming an active student is that 

activity is contagious; if you become an active student 

in sociology, it is hard not to practice the same active 

learning techniques in English and math as well. Once 

you start asking questions in your textbook and using 

your Study Guide, you may f nd that you start asking 

questions in class as well. As you acquire a greater 

understanding of your subject, you may f nd that you 

enjoy your class more—as well as learn more and do 

better on tests. T at is the real benef t in becoming an 

active learner. It is a challenge I strongly encourage you 

to meet.
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2

 ■ LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

 ◗ Understand the sociological point of view and 
how it differs from that of journalists and talk-
show hosts.

 ◗ Compare and contrast sociology with the other 
major social sciences.

 ◗ Describe the early development of sociology 
from its origins in nineteenth-century Europe.

 ◗ Know the contributions of sociology’s early 
pioneers: Comte, Martineau, Spencer, Marx, 
Durkheim, and Weber.

 ◗ Describe the early development of sociology in 
the United States.

 ◗ Understand the functionalist, confl ict theory, and 
interactionist perspectives.

 ◗ Realize the relationship between theory and 
practice.

On a hot summer day, a woman wearing hos-

pital scrubs and a backpack entered the maternity ward 

at Darnell Army Medical Center in Fort Hood, Texas. She 

went straight to the maternity ward and grabbed a beau-

tiful two-day-old baby that was not hers and made for 

the exit. Very quickly she set of  an alarm system, which 

produced a building lockdown. T e woman panicked, 

left the baby, and raced out the door. Cameras captured 

her identity, and a few days later she was arrested.

T e thief put a face on a fear that has grown among 

new parents, as well as hospitals—the fear that strangers 

are prowling hospital corridors waiting for the chance 

to steal a baby. Where has this fear come from? Since 

1989 the National Center for Missing and Abducted 

Children has been promoting this danger with nine 

editions of a book known as “Guidelines on Prevention 

of and Response to Infant Abductions.” Hospitals have 

responded with alarm systems, security cameras, foot-

prints and photographs of babies, blood samples, and 

color-coded staf  badges that change regularly.

Is this a real danger? In actual fact, the chance that 

a nonfamily member will abduct a baby is extremely 

low. Over a 26-year period, only 267 attempts were made 

to steal a baby. During that time, 108 million babies 

were born. T at makes the chance of a baby being sto-

len smaller than the chance of a lightning bolt coming 

through the window and hitting the baby.

T e typical baby snatcher is a woman trying to sal-

vage a romance. She fakes a pregnancy and hopes to 

convince her boyfriend the stolen baby is his. T is 

misguided idea almost always fails. Parents also worry 

about a baby being switched with another baby. T is 

event seems to be even less common than baby stealing; 

it happens only a handful of times a year.

T e fear of baby stealing is a direct result of press mate-

rial from the National Center for Missing and Exploited 

Children (NCMEC). T e NCMEC receives 30 million dol-

lars from the federal government and another 10 mil-

lion from donations. T e CEO of the organization is paid 

more than one million dollars a year. Others who work 

there make six-f gure salaries (American Institute of 

Philanthropy, Charity Rating Guide & Watchdog Report, 

December 2011). All of this necessitates that they justify 

their work, resulting in an exaggeration of the danger of 

baby stealing.

Much of the information we read every day and mis-

take for sociology is actually an attempt by one group 

or another to inf uence social policy. Other informa-

tion mistaken for sociology comes from attempts to 

sell books or ef orts of television producers to present 

entertaining programs.

Given the constant bombardment of information 

about social issues, we could come to believe that 

nearly everyone is engaged in the study of sociology 

to some extent and that everyone has not only the 

right but also the ability to put forth valid information 

about society. T is is not the case. Some people have 

no interest in putting forth true and objective informa-

tion and are, instead, interested only in convincing us 

to support their position or point of view. In addition, 

some “researchers” do not have the training and skills 

required to disseminate accurate information about 

sociological topics such as drug abuse, homelessness, 

divorce rates, high-school dropout rates, and white-

collar crime.

Sociology studies the interactions among different social 
groups.
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CHAPTER 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 3

Sociologists have dif erent goals in mind when they 

investigate a problem than do journalists or talk-show 

hosts. A television talk-show host needs to make the 

program entertaining and maintain high ratings, or the 

show might be canceled. A journalist is writing for a spe-

cif c readership, which certainly will limit the choice of 

topics as well as the manner in which issues are inves-

tigated. On the other hand, a sociologist must answer 

to the scientif c community as she or he tries to further 

our understanding of a topic. T is means that the goal 

is not high ratings but, rather, an accurate and scientif c 

approach to the issue being studied.

In this book, we ask you to go beyond popular sociol-

ogy and investigate society more scientif cally than you 

have done before. You will learn to look at major events, 

as well as everyday occurrences, a little dif erently and 

start to notice patterns you might never have seen 

before. After you are equipped with the tools of sociol-

ogy, you should be able to evaluate critically popular 

presentations of sociological topics. You will see that 

sociology represents both a body of knowledge and a 

scientif c approach to the study of social issues.

 ● SOCIOLOGY AS A POINT OF VIEW

Sociology is the scientif c study of human society and 

social interactions. As sociologists, our main goal is to 

understand social situations and look for repeating pat-

terns in society. We do not use facts selectively to create 

a lively talk show, sell newspapers, or support one par-

ticular point of view. Instead, sociologists are engaged in 

a rigorous scientif c endeavor, which requires objectivity 

and detachment.

T e main focus of sociology is the group, not the indi-

vidual. Sociologists attempt to understand the forces 

that operate throughout society—forces that mold 

individuals, shape their behavior, and, thus, determine 

social events.

When you walk into an introductory physics class, 

you might know very little about the subject and hold 

few opinions about the various topics within the f eld. 

On the other hand, when you enter your introductory 

sociology class for the f rst time, you will feel quite 

familiar with the subject matter. You have the advan-

tage of coming to sociology with a substantial amount 

of information, which you have gained simply by being 

a member of society. Ironically, this knowledge also can 

leave you at a disadvantage because these views have 

not been gathered in a scientif c fashion and might not 

be accurate.

Over the years and through a variety of experiences, 

we develop a set of ideas about the world and how it 

operates. T is point of view inf uences how we look at 

the world and guides our attempts to understand the 

actions and reactions of others. Even though we accept 

the premise that individuals are unique, we tend to cate-

gorize or even stereotype people to interpret and predict 

behavior and events.

Is this personalized approach adequate for bring-

ing about an understanding of ourselves and society? 

Although it might serve us quite well in our day-to-day 

lives, a sociologist would answer that it does not give us 

enough accurate information to develop an understand-

ing of the broader social picture. T is picture becomes 

clear only when we know something about the society in 

which we live, the social processes that af ect us, and the 

patterns of interaction that characterize our lives.

Let us take the issue of theft. Figure 1-1 shows that we 

could examine the issue in a variety of ways. If we have 

our laptop stolen, we would have personal information 

about the experience. If we know three other people who 

have been victims of theft, we would know more about 

theft at a specif c case level. Although this information 

is important, it is not yet sociology and is closer to the 

personalized, common-sense approach to understand-

ing society. Sociology tries to move beyond that level of 

understanding.

If we rely on our own experiences, we are like the 

blind men of Hindu legend trying to describe an ele-

phant: T e f rst man, feeling its trunk, asserts, “It is like 

a snake”; the second, trying to reach around the beast’s 

leg, argues, “No, it is like a tree”; and the third, feeling 

its solid side, disagrees, saying, “It is more like a wall.” In 

some way, each person is right, but not one of them is 

able to understand or describe the whole elephant.

If we were to look for recurring patterns in theft, we 

would now be doing what sociologists do. A sociologist 

Personalized approach Sociological approach

My laptop is stolen. I know three other
people who have
been victims of theft.

My friends and I
believe crime is
increasing.

I check Bureau of
Justice Statistics data
and find that crime is
decreasing.

Personalized approach Sociological approach

FIGURE 1-1 Levels of Social Understanding: Theft
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PART 1 THE STUDY OF SOCIETY4

examining the issue might be interested in the age, 

socioeconomic level, and ethnic characteristics of the 

victims of theft. A sociologist might compare these char-

acteristics with the characteristics of victims of other 

types of property crimes: “Are there dif erences?” they 

would ask. “If so, what kinds and why?”

While studying sociology, you will be asked to look 

at the world a little dif erently from the way you usually 

do. Because you will be looking at the world through 

other people’s eyes—using new points of view—you 

will start to notice things you might never have noticed 

before. When you look at life in a middle-class suburb, 

for instance, what do you see? How does your view dif-

fer from that of a poor, inner-city resident? How does 

the suburb appear to a recent immigrant from Mexico, 

China, or India? How does it appear to a burglar? Finally, 

what does the sociologist see?

Sociology asks you to broaden your perspective on 

the world. You will start to see that people act in mark-

edly dif erent ways, not because one person is sane and 

another is crazy. Rather, it is because they all have dif er-

ent ways of making sense out of what is going on in the 

world around them. T ese unique perceptions of reality 

produce varying lifestyles, which in turn produce dif er-

ent perceptions of reality. To understand other people, 

we must stop looking at the world from a perspective 

based solely on our own individual experiences.

The Sociological Imagination

Although most people interpret social events on the 

basis of their individual experiences, sociologists step 

back and view society more as outsiders than as person-

ally involved and possibly biased participants. For exam-

ple, although we assume that most people in the United 

States marry for love, sociologists remind us that the 

decision to marry—or not to marry—is inf uenced by a 

variety of social values taught to us since early childhood.

T at is, we select our mates based on the social values 

we internalize from family, peers, neighbors, commu-

nity leaders, and even our movie heroes. T erefore, we 

are less likely to marry someone from a dif erent socio-

economic class, from a dif erent race or religion, or from 

a markedly dif erent educational background. T us, as 

we pair of , we follow somewhat predictable patterns. 

In most cases, the man is older, earns more money, and 

has a higher occupational status than the woman. T ese 

patterns might not be evident to two people who are in 

love with each other. Indeed, these people might not be 

aware that anything other than romance has played a 

role in their choice of a mate.

As sociologists, however, we examine the topic of 

marriage and begin to discern patterns. We might note 

that marriage rates vary in dif erent parts of the country, 

that the average age of marriage is related to educational 

level, and that social class is related to marital stability. 

T ese patterns (discussed in Chapter 12) show us that 

forces are at work that inf uence marriage but might not 

be evident to the individuals who fall in love and marry.

C. Wright Mills (1959) described the dif erent levels 

on which social events can be perceived and interpreted. 

He used the term sociological imagination to refer to 

the relationship between individual experiences and forces 

in the larger society that shape our actions. T e sociologi-

cal imagination is the process of looking at all types of 

human behavior patterns and f nding previously unseen 

connections among them. We see similarities among 

individuals with no direct knowledge of one another, and 

we f nd that subtle forces mold people’s actions. Like a 

museum patron who draws back from a painting in order 

to see how the separate strokes and colors form subtly 

shaded images, sociologists stand back from individual 

events in order to see why and how they occurred. In 

so doing, they discover patterns that govern our social 

existence.

T e sociological imagination focuses on every aspect 

of society and every relationship among individuals. It 

studies the behavior of crowds at sports events; shifts in 

styles of dress and popular music; changing patterns of 

courtship and marriage; the emergence and fading of dif-

ferent lifestyles, political movements, and religious sects; 

the distribution of income and access to resources and 

opportunities; decisions made by the Supreme Court, 

congressional committees, and local zoning boards; and 

so on. Every detail of social existence is food for socio-

logical thought and relevant to sociological analysis.

T e potential for sociology to be used—applied to 

the solution of real-world problems—is enormous. 

Proponents of applied sociology believe the work of soci-

ologists can and should be used to help bring about an 

understanding of, and improvement in, modern society.

T e demand for applied sociology is growing, and 

many sociologists work directly with government agen-

cies or private businesses to apply sociological knowl-

edge to real-world problems. For example, sociologists 

might investigate such questions as how the build-

ing of a dam will af ect the residents of the area; how 

jury make-up af ects the outcome of a case; why voters 

select one candidate over another; how a company can 

boost employee morale; and how relationships among 

administrators, doctors, nurses, and patients af ect hos-

pital care. T e answers to these questions have practical 

applications. T e growing demand for sociological infor-

mation provides many new career choices for sociolo-

gists. (See “How Sociologists Do It: If You Are T inking 

About Sociology as a Career, Read T is.”)

Is Sociology Common Sense?

Common sense is what people develop through every-

day life experiences. In a very real sense, it is the set of 

expectations about society and people’s behavior that 
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CHAPTER 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 5

Speaking from this side of the career-decision hurdle, 

I can say that being a sociologist has opened many 

doors for me. It gave me the credentials to teach at 

the college level and to become an author of a widely 

used sociology text. It also enabled me to be a news-

paper columnist and a talk-show host. Would I rec-

ommend this f eld to anyone else? I would, but not 

blindly. Realize before you begin that sociology can be 

an extremely demanding discipline and, at times, an 

extremely frustrating one.

As in many other f elds, the competition for jobs in 

sociology can be f erce. If you really want this work, 

do not let the herd stop you. Anyone with motivation, 

talent, and a determined approach to f nding a job 

will do well. However, be prepared for the long haul: 

To get ahead in many areas, you will need to spend 

more than four years in college. Consider your bach-

elor’s degree as just the beginning. Jobs that involve 

advanced research or teaching at the college level 

often require a PhD, which means at least four to six 

years of school beyond the BA.

Now for the job possibilities: As you read through 

information about careers in sociology, remember 

that right now your exposure to sociology is limited 

(you are only on Chapter 1 in your f rst college sociol-

ogy text), so do not eliminate any possibilities right at 

the start. Spend some time thinking about each one 

as the semester progresses and you learn more about 

this fascinating discipline.

Most people who go into sociology become teach-

ers. You will need a PhD to teach in college, but often 

a master’s degree will open the door for you at the 

two-year college or high-school level.

Second in popularity to teaching are nonaca-

demic research jobs in government agencies, private 

research institutions, and the research departments of 

private corporations. Researchers perform many func-

tions, including conducting market research, public 

opinion surveys, and impact assessments. Evaluation 

research, as the last f eld is known, has become more 

popular in recent years because the federal govern-

ment now requires environmental impact studies on 

all large-scale federal projects. For example, before a 

new interstate highway is built, evaluation researchers 

attempt to determine the ef ect the highway will have 

on communities along the proposed route.

T is is only one of many opportunities available 

in government work. Federal, state, and local gov-

ernments in policymaking and administrative func-

tions also hire sociologists. For example, a sociologist 

employed by a community hospital provides needed 

data on the population groups being served and on the 

health care needs of the community. Further, sociolo-

gists working in a prison system can devise plans to 

deal with the social problems that are inevitable when 

people are put behind bars. Here are a few additional 

opportunities in government work: community plan-

ner, corrections of  cer, environmental analyst, equal 

opportunity specialist, probation of  cer, rehabilita-

tion counselor, resident director, and social worker.

A growing number of opportunities also exist in 

corporate America, including market researchers, 

pollsters, human resource managers, affirmative 

action coordinators, employee assistance program 

counselors, labor relations specialists, and public 

information of  cers, just to name a few. T ese jobs 

are available in nearly every f eld from advertising to 

banking, from insurance to publishing. Although your 

corporate title will not be “sociologist,” your educa-

tional background will give you the tools you need to 

do the job and do it well, which, to corporations, is 

the bottom line.

Whether you choose government or corporate 

work, you will have the best chance of f nding the job 

you want by specializing in a particular f eld of soci-

ology while you are still in school. You can become a 

crime and corrections specialist or become knowl-

edgeable in organizational behavior before you enter 

the job market. Many demographers, who compile and 

analyze population data, have specialized in urban 

sociology or population issues. T ey may then also be 

equipped to help a community respond to neighbor-

hood and environmental concerns.

Keep in mind that many positions require a minor 

or some coursework in f elds other than sociology, 

such as political science, psychology, ecology, law, or 

business. By combining sociology with one or more 

of these f elds, you will be well prepared for the job 

market.

What next? Be optimistic and start planning. As 

the American Sociological Association has observed, 

few f elds are as relevant today and as broadly based 

as sociology. Yet, ironically, the career potential of this 

f eld is just beginning to be tapped. Start planning 

by reading the “Occupational Outlook Quarterly” (it 

is available online) published by the U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, as well as academic journals, to keep 

abreast of career trends. T en study hard and choose 

your specialty. With this preparation, you will be well 

equipped when the time comes to f nd a job.

HOW SOCIOLOGISTS DO IT

If You Are Thinking About Sociology as a Career, Read This
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PART 1 THE STUDY OF SOCIETY6

guides our own behavior. Unfortunately, these expecta-

tions are not always reliable or accurate because without 

further investigation, we tend to believe what we want 

to believe, to see what we want to see, and to accept as 

fact whatever appears to be logical. Whereas common 

sense is often vague, oversimplif ed, and contradictory, 

sociology as a science attempts to be specif c, to qualify 

its statements, and to prove its assertions.

Upon closer inspection, we f nd that the proverbial 

words of wisdom rooted in common sense are often 

illogical. Why, for example, should you “look before you 

leap” if “he who hesitates is lost”? How can “absence 

make the heart grow fonder” when “out of sight, out of 

mind”? Why should “opposites attract” when “birds of a 

feather f ock together”? T e common-sense approach to 

sociology is one of the dangers the new student encoun-

ters. Common sense often makes sense after the fact. It 

is more useful for describing events than for predicting 

them. It deludes us into thinking we knew the outcome 

all along (Hawkins and Hastie, 1990).

One researcher (Teigen, 1986) asked students to eval-

uate actual proverbs and their opposites. When given 

the actual proverb, “Fear is stronger than love,” most stu-

dents agreed that it was true, but so did students who 

were given the reverse statement, “Love is stronger than 

fear.” T e same was true for the statements, “Wise men 

make proverbs and fools repeat them” (actual proverb), 

and its reversal, “Fools make proverbs and wise men 

repeat them.”

Although common sense gleaned from personal 

experience might be helpful to us in certain types of 

interactions, it does not help us understand why and 

under what conditions these interactions are taking 

place. Sociologists as scientists attempt to qualify these 

statements by specifying, for example, under what con-

ditions opposites tend to attract or birds of a feather 

f ock together. Sociology as a science is oriented toward 

gaining knowledge about why and under what condi-

tions events take place in order to understand human 

interactions better. (For a discussion of how sociology 

dif ers from common sense, see “Day-to-Day Sociology: 

How Long Do Marriages Last?”)

Sociology and Science

Sociology is commonly described as one of the social 

sciences. Science refers to a body of systematically 

arranged knowledge that shows the operation of general 

laws. Sociology employs the same general methods 

of investigation that are used in the natural sciences. 

Like natural scientists, sociologists use the scientif c 
method, a process by which a body of scientif c knowledge 

is built through observation, experimentation, generaliza-

tion, and verif cation.

T e collection of data is an important aspect of the 

scientif c method, but facts alone do not constitute a 

science. To have any meaning, facts must be ordered in 

some way, analyzed, generalized, and related to other 

facts. T is is known as theory construction. T eories 

help organize and interpret facts and relate them to pre-

vious f ndings of other researchers.

Unlike other means of inquiry, science generally 

limits its investigations to things that can be observed 

directly or that produce directly observable events. T is 

is known as empiricism, the view that generalizations 

are valid only if they rely on evidence that can be observed 

directly or verif ed through our senses. For example, theo-

logians might discuss the role of faith in producing true 

happiness; philosophers might deliberate over what 

happiness actually encompasses; but sociologists would 

note, analyze, and predict the consequences of such 

measurable items as job satisfaction, the relationship 

between income and education, and the role of social 

class in the incidence of divorce.

Sociology as a Social Science

T e social sciences consist of all those disciplines that 

apply scientif c methods to the study of human behavior. 

Although there is some overlap, each of the social sci-

ences has its own area of investigation. It is helpful to 

understand each social science and examine how soci-

ology is related to the others.

Cultural Anthropology T e social science most closely 

related to sociology is cultural anthropology. T e two 

share many theories and concepts and often overlap. 

T e main dif erence is in the groups they study and the 

research methods they use. Sociologists tend to study 

groups and institutions within large, often modern, 

industrial societies, using research methods that enable 

them rather quickly to gather specif c information about 

large numbers of people. In contrast, cultural anthropol-

ogists often immerse themselves in another society for a 

long period of time, trying to learn as much as possible 

about that society and the relationships among its peo-

ple. T us, anthropologists tend to focus on the culture of 

small, preindustrial societies because they are less com-

plex and more manageable using this method of study.

Psychology T e study of individual behavior and men-

tal processes is part of psychology; the f eld is concerned 

with such issues as motivation, perception, cognition, 

creativity, mental disorders, and personality. More than 

any other social science, psychology uses laboratory 

experiments.

Psychology and sociology overlap in a subdivision 

of each f eld known as social psychology—the study of 

how human behavior is inf uenced and shaped by vari-

ous social situations. Social psychologists study such 

issues as how individuals in a group solve problems 

and reach a consensus, and what factors might produce 
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CHAPTER 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 7

A statement that has entered the realm of common 

sense is that 50 percent of all marriages in the United 

States end in divorce. As with many simple stereotypes, 

for certain groups this statement may be true, whereas 

for others it is not. Here’s the crucial dif erence between 

sociology and popular wisdom: As sociologists, we 

don’t automatically accept such easy pronounce-

ments as fact. Like scientists—and sociology is, after 

all, a social science—we want proof, and we cultivate a 

healthy degree of skepticism until we get it. In a case 

such as this, we would look at research data to deter-

mine whether this statement is true. Has it been accu-

rate at a certain point in time but not at another? Does 

it describe certain marriages and not others?

A look at the data show that most adults in the 

United States marry only once. T e median length 

of marriage for women is 20.8 years. Twenty-seven 

states have a marriage length signif cantly longer 

than this median. Women in the middle and south-

ern parts of the United States are among those with 

the longest marriages. Even when we look at second 

marriages for people who have been divorced, the 

median length of marriage is 14.5 years.

T ere are two probable reasons for marriages last-

ing longer than the popular press has led us to believe. 

First, there has been an increase in the age at which 

people marry. People who marry later have more stable 

DAY-TO-DAY SOCIOLOGY

How Long Do Marriages Last?

marriages. Second, people who marry tend to be bet-

ter educated than in the past, another factor leading 

to greater marital stability. Both of these facts com-

bine to produce longer-lasting marriages and lower 

divorce rates. Another fact that will surprise people if 

they have been following only media reports is that the 

divorce rate has been declining over the last decade.

States with the longest median length of marriage

Idaho

Indiana

Iowa

Nebraska

Utah

States with the shortest median length of marriage

California

Florida

Maryland

Nevada

New York

Source: Elliott, Diana B., Tavia Simmons, and Jamie M. 

Lewis. 2010. “Evaluation of the Marital Events Items on 

the ACS” (www.census.gov/hhes/socdemo/marriage/data/

acs/index.html).

nonconformity in a group situation. Generally, however, 

psychology studies the individual, and sociology studies 

groups of individuals as well as society’s institutions.

T e sociologist’s perspective on social issues is 

broader than that of the psychologist, as in the study of 

alcoholism, for example. T e psychologist might view 

alcoholism as a personal problem that has the potential 

to destroy an individual’s physical and emotional health 

as well as his or her marriage, career, and friendships. T e 

sociologist, however, would look for patterns in alcohol-

ism. Although each alcoholic makes the decision to take 

each drink—and each suf ers the pain of addiction—the 

sociologist would remind us to look beyond the personal 

characteristics and to think about the broader aspects 

of alcoholism. Sociologists want to know what types of 

people drink excessively, when they drink, where they 

drink, and under what conditions they drink. T ey are 

also interested in the social costs of chronic drinking—

costs in terms of families torn apart, jobs lost, children 

severely abused and neglected; costs in terms of highway 

accidents and deaths; costs in terms of drunken quarrels 

leading to violence and to murder. Noting the rapid rise 

of chronic alcoholism among women, sociologists might 

ask what forces are at work to account for these patterns.

Economics Economists have developed techniques for 

measuring such things as prices, supply and demand, 

money supplies, rates of inf ation, and employment. 

T is study of the creation, distribution, and consump-

tion of goods and services is known as economics. 

T e economy, however, is just one part of society, and 

each individual in society decides whether to buy an 

American car or a Japanese import, whether she or he is 

able to handle the mortgage payment on a dream house, 

and so on. Whereas economists study price and avail-

ability factors, sociologists are interested in the social 

factors that inf uence a person’s economic decisions. 

Does peer pressure result in buying the large f ashy car, 

or does concern about gas mileage lead to the purchase 

of a fuel-ef  cient or hybrid vehicle? What social and cul-

tural factors contribute to the dif erences in the portion 

of income saved by the average wage earner in dif erent 
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PART 1 THE STUDY OF SOCIETY8

societies? What ef ect does the unequal allocation of 

resources have on social interaction? T ese are exam-

ples of the questions sociologists seek to answer.

History Although not exactly a social science, history 

shares certain attributes with sociology. T e study of his-

tory involves looking at the past to learn what happened, 

when it happened, and why it happened. Sociology also 

looks at historical events within their social contexts to 

discover why things happened and, more important, to 

assess what their social signif cance was and is. Historians 

provide a narrative of the sequence of events during a cer-

tain period and might use sociological research methods 

to learn how social forces have shaped historical events. 

Sociologists examine historical events to see how they 

inf uenced later social situations.

Historians focus on individual events—the American 

Revolution or slavery, for instance—and sociologists 

generally focus on phenomena such as revolutions or 

the patterns of dominance and subordination that exist 

in slavery. T ey try to understand the common condi-

tions that contribute to revolutions or slavery wherever 

they occur.

Consider the subject of slavery in the United States. 

Traditionally, historians might focus on when the f rst 

slaves arrived, how many slaves existed in 1700 or 1850, 

and the conditions under which they lived. Sociologists 

and modern social historians would use these data to 

ask many questions: What social and economic forces 

shaped the institution of slavery in the United States? 

How did the Industrial Revolution af ect slavery? How 

has the experience of slavery af ected the black fam-

ily? Although history and sociology have been moving 

toward each other over the past few decades, each disci-

pline still retains a somewhat dif erent focus: sociology 

on the present, history on the past.

Political Science Political science is the study of three 

major areas: political theory, the actual operation of 

government, and, in recent years, political behavior. T is 

emphasis on political behavior overlaps with sociology. 

T e primary distinction between the two disciplines 

is that sociology focuses on how the political system 

af ects other institutions in society, whereas political 

science devotes more attention to the forces that shape 

political systems and the theories for understanding 

these forces. However, both disciplines share an interest 

in why people vote the way they do, why they join politi-

cal movements, and how the mass media are changing 

political events.

Social Work In the early days of sociology, women were 

often unable to attend graduate sociology programs and 

chose social work studies instead, which may explain why 

the disciplines of sociology and social work are still often 

confused with each other. Much of the theory and many 

of the research methods of social work are drawn from 

sociology and psychology, but social work focuses to a 

much greater degree on application and problem solving.

T e main goal of social work is to help people solve 

their problems, whereas the aim of sociology is to under-

stand why the problems exist. Social workers provide 

help for individuals and families who have emotional 

and psychological problems or who experience dif  cul-

ties that stem from poverty or other ongoing problems 

rooted in the structure of society. Social workers also 

organize community groups to tackle local issues such 

as housing problems and try to inf uence policymaking 

bodies and legislation. Sociologists provide many of the 

theories and ideas used to help others. Although sociol-

ogy is not social work, it is a useful area of academic 

concentration for those interested in entering the help-

ing professions.

T e work of journalists is also often confused with 

that of sociologists. It is common for journalists to 

write articles that examine sociological issues. (For a 

comparison of the two f elds, see “How Sociologists 

Do It: What Is T e Dif erence Between Sociology and 

Journalism?”)

Sociologists and anthropologists share many theories and 
concepts. However, sociologists tend to study groups 
and institutions within large, modern, industrial societies; 
anthropologists tend to focus on the cultures of small, 
preindustrial societies.
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 ● THE DEVELOPMENT OF SOCIOLOGY

It is hardly an accident that sociology emerged as a 

separate f eld of study in Europe during the nineteenth 

century. T at was a time of turmoil, a period in which 

the existing social order was shaken by the growing 

Industrial Revolution and violent uprisings against 

established rulers (the American and French revolu-

tions). People were also discovering, through world 

exploration, how other people lived. At the same time, 

the church’s power to impose its views of right and 

wrong was also declining. New social classes of industri-

alists and businesspeople emerged to challenge the rule 

of the feudal aristocracies.

Tightly knit communities, held together by centu-

ries of tradition and well-def ned social relationships, 

were strained by dramatic changes in society. Factory 

cities began to replace the rural estates of nobles as the 

centers for society at large. People with dif erent back-

grounds were brought together under the same fac-

tory roof to work for wages instead of exchanging their 

 services for land and protection. Families now had 

to protect themselves, to buy food rather than grow 

it, and to pay rent for their homes. T ese new living 

and working conditions led to the development of an 

industrial, urban lifestyle, which, in turn, produced 

new social problems.

Many people were frightened by these changes and 

wanted to f nd some way of coping with the new society. 

T e need for a new understanding of society, together 

with the growing acceptance of the scientif c method, 

led to the emergence of sociology.

Auguste Comte (1798–1857)

Born in the French city of Montpellier on January 19, 

1798, Auguste Comte grew up in the period of great 

political turmoil that followed the French Revolution 

of 1789–1799. In August 1817, Comte met Henri Saint-

Simon and became his secretary and eventually his 

close collaborator. Under Saint-Simon’s inf uence, 

Comte converted from an ardent advocate of liberty 

and equality to a supporter of an elitist conception of 

society.

Saint-Simon and Comte rejected the lack of empiri-

cism in the social philosophy of the day. Instead they 

turned for inspiration to the methods and intellectual 

It often seems as if sociologists and journalists are 

engaged in the same activities. Journalists examine 

and write about social issues. T ey interview people. 

T ey often conduct polls. T ey make predictions. T ey 

of er recommendations for correcting social prob-

lems. If journalists do all this, why would someone 

need to become trained as a sociologist?

T is is a sociology textbook, so needless to say we 

are going to make the case that there is a dif erence 

between sociologists and journalists.

Newspapers, weekly news magazines, and docu-

mentaries are designed for the general public, which 

wants an overview of a topic. One of the fundamen-

tal features of these media is the timely coverage of 

recent events. In recent years, newspapers have been 

suf ering because the latest information can often be 

found f rst on the Internet or 24-hour news channels. 

T ere are at least three types of journalists: reporters, 

who actually write stories; editors, who generate ideas 

for stories and review the copy; and editorial writers, 

who interpret events or provide other ways of thinking 

about them. Journalists usually have a college degree 

in any of a wide variety of areas or an advanced degree 

from a professional journalism program. Jargon is kept 

to a minimum, and elaborate explanations must be 

presented in manageable terms so that the average 

reader can understand them.

Sociologists study society with the intent of shar-

ing their work with other sociologists. T e methods 

of investigation, previous research, and theories of 

explanation are all important. Once completed, the 

other sociologists may respond with alternate expla-

nations (Baker and Dorn, 1993). Sociologists usually 

publish their writings as articles in scholarly journals, 

in chapters in books, or as full-length books. T ese 

writings are screened by editors and critics hired to 

evaluate the merits of the work. Sociologists want their 

colleagues to recognize their work as truly signif cant.

So, whereas journalists are often thinking about 

what is currently capturing the public’s interest, soci-

ologists’ work does not have such a short time frame. 

Sociologists, however, hope their work will be relevant 

to contemporary debates or current issues. Essentially, 

the two f elds represent dif erent approaches to social 

issues. Journalists get a multifaceted overview of an 

issue, whereas sociologists have the luxury of exploring 

a topic in depth and contemplating the ramif cations 

of their f ndings.

HOW SOCIOLOGISTS DO IT

What Is the Difference Between Sociology and Journalism?
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